Evaluation of new external quality assessment guidelines involving random blinded rechecking of acid-fast bacilli smears in a pilot project setting in Mexico.
Laboratories in Mexico that support the national tuberculosis (TB) control program have been involved in an acid-fast bacilli (AFB) microscopy external quality assurance program which includes rechecking 100% of smears identified as AFB-positive by the local laboratories and 10% of smears identified as AFB-negative. Very few errors have been detected in Mexico using non-random selection and unblinded rechecking of the slides. To evaluate the results from a 1-year pilot program involving blinded rechecking of randomly selected AFB slides from local TB laboratories in two Mexican states and determine its feasibility for future implementation. To reduce potential bias, laboratory staff from the National TB Laboratory, Institute for Epidemiological Diagnosis and Reference (InDRE), performed quarterly statistical sampling of AFB smears and on-site evaluations in local laboratories in each state. AFB smears were rechecked at the respective state laboratories with discordant results resolved at InDRE. A significantly greater percentage of errors was detected on the randomly selected, blinded AFB smears than on the non-randomly selected, unblinded smears. Random blinded rechecking provides more accurate estimates of AFB microscopy results, resulting in improved diagnosis and monitoring of treatment response.